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THE PLATE WITH SEVEN LOAVES AND TWO FISHES 
ON THE GREAT CHALICE OF ANTIOCH 



In my preliminary paper on the chalice from Antioch I merely 
alluded to the remarkable object above the head of the Lamb 
without giving any further description, hoping to return to the 
subject at an early date. The plate and its interesting contents 
cannot possibly be studied from the published reproductions,^ 
nor can all the details be obtained from a single photograph, but 
only from a comparison of several taken in different lights. The 
plate is supported by the head of the Lamb, but is represented as 
seen from above, while the Lamb is seen in profile. This is 
evidently done to give a view of all the objects on the plate, which 
never could have been shown, if the plate had been presented in 
profile. Half of the objects would then have been lost. The 
nature of the plate and its contents does not reveal itself at first 
sight, and prolonged study is necessary before the significant 
details can be surely determined.^ The difficulty of recognition 
is increased by the fact that the plate and the fishes must be 
studied with the photographs turned upside down as well as in 
their natural position. 

The plate (Fig. 1) is situated above the head of the Lamb and 
to the left of the hand of the seated Christ. It is apparently 
circular, but only the lower and right edges are shown. At first 
the lower edge was thought to be a crescent, and this illusion was 
only dispelled when the right side was recognized. The upper 
and left edges of the plate are concealed by the two fishes. One 
fish is placed horizontally over the upper edge, and the 
other perpendicularly over the left edge of the plate. The 
upper fish lies with its head toward the seated Christ, the other 
with its head downwards. Both fishes turn their backs to the 

'A.J.A. XX, 1916, pi. XIX, and p. 430, fig. 1. 

^ A correspondent to whom I had sent a photograph positively asserted 
that the object was not a plate "but only a bunch of grapes." The mis- 
take is pardonable as it took the writer months of study before the object 
was finally identified with certainty. 

American Journal of Archaeology, Second Series. Journal of the •7>7 

Archaeological Institute of America, Vol. XXI (1917), No. 1. ' ' 



78 



GUSTAVUS A. EISEN 



centre of the plate. The fishes are of two different kinds. The 
upper one is more slender with the front part only slightly en- 
larged. Its mouth is slightly open, and sigmoid in profile. The 
mouth of the second fish is wide open, and now slightly worn. 
The body is thicker toward the head, tapering toward the 
rear and turning slightly upward. The tail of the upper fish 

is distinctly 
forked. That 
of the other 
is too indis- 
tinct for ac- 
curate de- 
s c r i p t ion. 
The eye of 
each fish is 
distinct. 

In addition 
to the two 
fishes the 
plate con- 
tains seven 
loaves of 
bread. The 
loaves are cir- 
cular and in 
size larger 
than the 
grapes with 
which they 
have been confounded. They form a group with one loaf 
in the centre and three on each side. Between the two 
lowest loaves is a wide space, almost the size of a loaf, which 
is occupied by an object which puzzled me for a very long time, 
and which, I confess, is not yet identified beyond all doubt. In 
outline it looks like an oval loaf of bread. But from its upper 
left centre to its lower right, runs diagonally a row of about five 
distinct beads, to the right of these seems to be another row of 
smaller beads, and possibly some stray beads besides, thus three 
rows in all. On the left side of the object is a short curved ridge. 
I think this object is not a loaf of bread cut open but a head of 
wheat placed between the loaves either in order to show that the 




Figure 1. — The Plate Enlarged Six Diameters 
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objects are wheat loaves and not large grapes, or, as a prominent 
theologian has suggested to me while discussing the subject, be- 
cause the wheat has reference to the Eucharist. The limits of 
this paper, however, require any theological discussions to be 
deferred to some other time. 

There yet remains one more object on the plate to describe. 
Between the two uppermost loaves, extending from the upper 
left to the lower right, ending at about the central loaf, is a sprig 
with branches or leaves projecting at either side. I think the 
whole is either an immature head of bearded wheat, which the 
artist added to show the nature of the seven round objects, or 
the tip of a palm branch. Possiblj^ some other explanation 
may be found later. 

An object very similar to the one with the grains is seen on the- 
"mould for sacred cakes" described by Arthur J. Evans in 
'Recent discoveries of Tarentine terra-cottas,' J.H.S. VII, 1886, 
p. 45, fig. 6. The resemblance is most striking, although the artist 
of the mould had room to add the bristles of the grains on either 
side, for which on our plate there seems to have been no room, or 
which have been worn away, if they once existed. The latter is: 
improbable. 

As to the interpretation of the whole plate, archaeologists and 
theologians will probably differ for some time to come. The older 
school will contend that the plate refers only to the miracle of 
feeding the multitude, while the followers of Wilpert will see in 
this plate, with its undoubtedly most sacred objects, the earliest 
representation of the Eucharist, and will no doubt find their 
theory much strengthened by its appearance on the chalice. It 
may also be pointed out that the representation of the fishes on 
this plate could not have been due to the popular anagram of the 
'Ix&vs, which seems to be several years later than the ornaments of 
the chalice; while the earliest fish symbols in the paintings of the 
catacombs, are evidently several years later than the invention of 
the anagram, which is generally dated in the time of Domitian. 

It is interesting to note that while the plate contains seven- 
loaves, there is also represented on the chalice a basket with 
five loaves. The multiplication of the loaves for the four thou- 
sand and for the five thousand are thus recognized as distinct 
miracles. 

GUSTAVUS A. ElSEN. 
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